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Text for Xiao Yu Bai’s Mars Gallery Opening 
 
 
Xiao Yu Bai has chosen for this exhibition of her alluring, meditative paintings a title 
which at once seems both descriptive and enigmatic: “Blurring.”  The idea of the 
softening and intermingling of boundaries is, of course, a concept that has much currency 
in contemporary cultural theory: the dissolution of the established canon, the fusion of 
once distinct folk-music styles in today’s world music, the redefinition of gender roles 
and of gender itself, the utter melting away of meaningful political labels, the diaphanous 
line between advertising and pornography, the disintegration of academic compartments 
into cross-disciplinary studies, multi-media art forms, Fuzzy Logic, Thai lemon-grass 
enchiladas, and, to end this badinage, the erosion of the critical press into journalistic 
infotainment.    As the late Edward R. Murrow famously proclaimed, “Anyone who isn’t 
confused doesn’t really understand the situation.” 
 
 Gracing these gallery walls and our eyes with images that resonate with a 
harmony that denies an exactitude of pitch, Xiao Yu Bai refers, however, to a different 
meaning for “blurring.”  In evoking Taoism, she calls our attention not to the 
contemporary, deconstructive sparkle of “anything goes,” but to more ancient 
affirmations of what cannot be known.  Confucius said: many things, all of which defined 
and ultimately constituted the laws of order upon which Chinese society has been based 
for nearly two thousand years.  Lao Tzu, the presumed author of the Tao Te Ching, the 
original text of Taoism, provided the leavening balance to Confucian regulation.  While 
Confucius stated that social order derived from everyone knowing his place, and the 
boundaries which should not be crossed, Lao Tzu quietly professed that wisdom arose 
from a basic distrust of the very words which described any value system, even any 
experience. 
 
 The opening lines of the Tao Te Ching seem relevant to Xiao Yu Bai’s embrace 
of Taoism for her paintings: “The way that can be told is not the constant way; the name 
that can be named is not the constant name.”  This means, among many possibilities, not 
only that the primordial source of all things pre-existed the forms which were inevitably 
given names, but also that the ultimate truth that we may know in the here and now 
cannot be reduced to words.  This ineffability is a quality insisted upon by mystics from 
all religious persuasions, no matter how much poetry they wrote or images they painted 
to express the inexpressibility of their ecstasy.  Certainly the great T’ang Dynasty poet, 
Han Shan, retreating into the mountains a thousand years after Lao Tzu lived, was 
insisting on the same unswerving integrity when he wrote: 
  My mind is like the autumn moon 
  Shining clean and clear in the green pool. 
  No, that’s not a good comparison. 
  Tell me, how shall I explain? 
 
 There is assuredly something of this rejection of the false boundaries created by 
confining words and pre-established images behind the famous poetry contest held when 
the fourth patriarch of Zen was about to die.  (tell story) 
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  The tree of enlightenment is the body 
  Which contains the mirror of the mind: 
  Diligently wipe the mirror again and again; 
  Don’t let it gather dust     (Shenxiu) 
 
  Basically the body does not exist 
  And the mind is not a mirror 
  Fundamentally there is not a single thing – 
  Where then can dust collect?   (Hui neng) 
 
In Hui-neng’s rejection of hard-edged, defining terms for what must be a personal, 
intuitive, ineffable experience of ultimate truth (the words “ultimate truth” here are 
terrible), lies both Zen Buddhism’s resistance to given form and Taoism’s suspicion of 
language. 
 
Lao Tzu writes that “The whole world recognizes the beautiful as the beautiful, yet this is 
only the ugly; the whole world recognizes the good as the good, yet this is only the 
bad…Therefore the sage keeps to the deed that consists in taking no action and practises 
the teaching that uses no words.”  Elsewhere: “blunt the sharpness; untangle the knots; 
soften the glare…Darkly visible, it only seems as if it were there.” 
 
Taoism offers a kind of morality, a way to see and to be that is echoed in Xiao Yu Bai’s 
painting:  Stanza 21 of the Tao Te Ching reads: 
 In his every movement a man of great virtue 
 Follows the Tao and the Tao only. 
 As a thing, the Tao is 
 Shadowy, indistinct. 
 Indistinct and shadowy, 
 Yet within it is an image; 
 Shadowy and indistinct, 
 Yet within it is a substance. 
 Dim and dark, 
 Yet within it is an essence. 
 This essence is quite genuine 
 And within it is something that can be tested. 
 
Having said all this, it is important to remember, however that the committed Taoist and 
the zealous Zen monk did not accept fuzzy thinking as a way to understand or to avoid 
reality.  The Taoist carefully watched the rising and falling of the natural process in order 
to fathom eternal, if ineffable, truths beyond transient phenomena, and the Zen monk 
sought in his disciplined meditation to achieve an emptiness of mind that could 
apprehend the very keen suchness of things.  Thus I am tempted to say that Xiao Yu Bai 
does not wish us to walk away from these walls and view the world outside as if it were a 
blurred scene, but rather to gain from her paintings a cleansing of vision uncontaminated 
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by labels and concepts.  She provides for us, with virtuosity of technique, both beauty and 
profundity. 
 
I am thus very happy to declare this exhibition – “Blurring: Painting and the Tao” by 
Xiao Yu Bai – open for your enjoyment. 
 
 
-Richard Perry 
April 5, 2006 
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Exhibition View 1, Blurring—Painting and the Dao 
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Exhibition View 2, Blurring—Painting and the Dao 
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Exhibition View 3, Blurring—Painting and the Dao 
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Exhibition View 4, Blurring—Painting and the Dao 
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Exhibition View 5, Blurring—Painting and the Dao 
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Water, 2007, MARS Art Room, Melbourne, Australia 
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Exhibition View 1, Water 
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Exhibition View 2, Water 
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Exhibition View 3, Water 
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Exhibition View 4, Water 
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Exhibition View 5, Water 
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Exhibition View 6, Water 
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Exhibition View 7, Water 
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Exhibition View 8, Water 
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Exhibition View 9, Water 
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Growing 
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Growing, 2008, Project Space, Building 49, RMIT University, Melbourne 
 232 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Exhibition View 1, Growing 
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Exhibition View 2, Growing 
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Exhibition View 3, Growing 
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Exhibition View 4, Growing 
 236 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Exhibition View 5, Growing 
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Exhibition View 6, Growing 
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Beyond objects, it is … 
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Beyond objects, it is …, 2012, School of Art Gallery, RMIT University, Melbourne 
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Exhibition View 1, Beyond objects, it is … 
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Exhibition View 2, Beyond objects, it is … 
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Exhibition View 3, Beyond objects, it is … 
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Exhibition View 4, Beyond objects, it is … 
 244 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Exhibition View 5, Beyond objects, it is … 
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Exhibition View 6, Beyond objects, it is … 
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Exhibition View 7, Beyond objects, it is … 
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